Introduction {#s1}
============

Tendon injuries, commonly caused by overuse or age-related degeneration, are hard to repair and represent a major clinical challenge. Mechanisms responsible for the reparative process remain elusive. It has been hypothesized that tendon heals through both intrinsic and extrinsic mechanisms in which cells from both within the tendons and the surrounding tissues are necessary for the healing process ([@bib4]; [@bib6]; [@bib10]; [@bib14]; [@bib19]; [@bib35]; [@bib45]; [@bib46]; [@bib52]). However, molecular evidence for the contribution of extrinsic tissues to support such notion is missing.

Tendon fibers are enveloped by a dense membrane of connective tissues that are composed of epitenon and tendon sheaths, bridging blood vessels, lymphatics and nerves to tendon fibers ([@bib8]; [@bib16]). Tendon sheaths are classified as extrinsic tissues in contrast to tendon fibers and epitenons, which are intrinsic structures ([@bib20]). Tendon sheath only covers tendon fibers in high friction areas where it provides lubrication for the functions of fibers comprising, for examples, the Tibialis anterior tendon, the peroneus longus and brevis tendon, and the flexor and extensor tendons. *Tubulin polymerization-promoting protein family member 3* (*Tppp3*) is the first and only molecular marker to be identified that is expressed in developing epitenon and tendon sheath ([@bib55]). However, *Tppp3* expression is also found in developing muscles and forming joints. It is not clear whether *Tppp3* is also expressed in adult tendon sheaths. Additional molecular markers are therefore needed to investigate the function of sheath tissues in adult tendon remodeling and repair.

Hedgehog (Hh) signaling plays important roles in the skeletal system, in both bone and cartilage development and homeostasis ([@bib21]; [@bib58]; [@bib33][@bib32], [@bib34]). Apart from bones and cartilages, it has been recently demonstrated that Hh signaling is also involved in tendon development ([@bib26][@bib27]; [@bib53]). Hh-responding cells were found in the tendon insertion sites but not in the mid-substances during the perinatal stage ([@bib26]; [@bib53]), suggesting that Hh signaling plays a role in the process that transitions fibrocartilage to tendon fibers. In addition, the removal of Hh signaling in *Scleraxis* (*Scx*)-expressing cells reduces the biomechanical strength of the adult mouse tendons ([@bib27]). This suggests that Hh signaling regulates early events in tendon fiber formation and remodeling. These accumulating evidence sources prompted us to hypothesize that Hh signaling is implicated in tendon repair. Here, we identified a new adult tendon sheath specific marker *Osteocalcin*, which is encoded by the *Bglap *g*ene*. We established that *Bglap*-expressing cells from sheath tissues possess stem/progenitor cell properties and that they participate in tendon repair. More importantly, Hh signaling mediates its effect through TGFβ signaling to regulate the expression of *Mkx* and collagen I. Our studies demonstrate the first molecular evidence for the contribution of extrinsic sheath tissues during tendon healing and that manipulation of Hh signaling may be a therapeutic target for tendon repair.

Results {#s2}
=======

Osteocalcin as a tendon sheath marker {#s2-1}
-------------------------------------

The molecular evidence of extrinsic tissues in tendon repair is unclear. This is partly due to the lack of specific markers for molecular tracing of these cell populations during the repair process. To access the biology of tendon sheath tissues during tendon repair, we first determined markers that are specifically expressed in mouse adult tendon sheaths. *Tppp3* is the only marker reported that is expressed in developing sheath tissues, epitenon and paratenon ([@bib55]). Consistent with this work in mouse embryos, we found that *Tppp3* was also specifically expressed in adult tendon sheaths ([Figure 1A](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Interestingly, *Osteocalcin*, which is encoded by the *Bglap* gene also showed a specific expression pattern similar to that of *Tppp3* in the sheath tissues. QRT-PCR analysis revealed that *Tppp3* and *Bglap* were highly expressed in sheath tissues as compared to tendon fibers ([Figure 1B](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Thus, we asked whether *Bglap* can be used as an adult tendon sheath specific marker. We crossed *BGLAP-Cre* transgenic mice, a *Cre* line driven by the human BGLAP promoter ([@bib62]; [@bib32]), with a *Rosa26^mT/mG^* mouse line ([@bib37]) for lineage tracing of *Bglap-*expressing cells in tendon tissues. As expected, strong and specific GFP signals were detected in tissues surrounding the tendon fibers of the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice ([Figure 1C](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Cross-sections of tendon tissues displayed highly specific GFP signals in the sheath tissues but not in tendon fibers ([Figure 1D](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). To further verify that the GFP^+^ cells are highly specific to tendon sheaths but not tendon fibers, the sheath and fiber tissues of the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice were dissected separately and subjected to cell-sorting for green fluorescence. We found that about 80% of the cells isolated from the sheath tissues were GFP^+^, of which approximately 1.5% had clonogenic capacity as shown by a colony-formation assay ([Figure 1---figure supplement 1](#fig1s1){ref-type="fig"}). Consistently, both *Tppp3* and *Bglap* were strongly expressed in the sorted GFP^+^ cells of the sheath tissues but poorly expressed in GFP^--^ cells in the tendon fiber tissues ([Figure 1E](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}). Thus, our data indicate that *Bglap* is specifically expressed in adult tendon sheaths and can be used as a tendon sheath specific marker.

![Bglap as a tendon sheath specific marker.\
(**A**) Fluorescent immunohistochemistry of mouse sheath tissues of the adult Tibialis anterior tendon at 2 months old (n = 5 mice per group). Scale bar, 40 μm. (**B**) QRT-PCR analysis of sheath-specific markers using adult mouse sheath and tendon tissues as shown. Relative expression levels were normalized to *β-tubulin* and the sheath tissues. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*p≤0.013; \*\*p≤0.0014. n = 3 mice per group. (**C**) Images of peroneus longus and brevis tendon (upper panel) and Tibialis anterior tendon (lower panel) of the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice at 2 months old. Dotted lines depict the boundaries of the tendon fibers. GFP signals are observed in the tendon sheath tissues (n = 5 mice per group). Scale bar, 250 μm. (**D**) Cross-sections of fluorescent microscopic analysis of the extensor tendons and flexor tendons of *Rosa26^mT/mG^* and *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice. Scale bar, 50 μm (n = 5). (**E**) QRT-PCR analysis of sheath-specific markers using sheath and tendon cells isolated from the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice after cell-sorting for green fluorescence (GFP). Relative expression levels were normalized to *Gapdh* and the sheath cells. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using a Student's t-tests. \*\*p≤0.0062. n = 3 biological replicates per group. Additional data for this figure are provided in [Figure 1---figure supplement 1](#fig1s1){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.005Figure 1---source data 1.Source data relating to [Figure 1B](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.006Figure 1---source data 2.Source data relating to [Figure 1E](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}.](elife-30474-fig1){#fig1}

Tendon sheath-derived cells are clonogenic and multi-potent {#s2-2}
-----------------------------------------------------------

To determine whether tendon-sheath-derived cells possess stem/progenitor properties, we performed a single-colony assay using cells isolated from the tendon sheaths (GFP^+^) and tendon fibers (tdTomato^+^) of the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice after cell-sorting. After 14 days, colonies derived from a single cell were visualized by fluorescence imaging and crystal violet staining ([Figure 2A,B](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). Like tdTomato^+^ tendon fiber-derived cells that possess stem-cell-like properties ([@bib1]), GFP^+^ sheath-derived cells also showed colonies of heterogeneous size and cell density. BMP2 and TGF-β1 are important factors in regulating bone and tendon formation ([@bib49]; [@bib28]; [@bib11]; [@bib48]). Thus, we examined how sheath-derived cells responded to these treatments ([Figure 2---figure supplement 1A--C](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). BMP2 and TGF-β1 induced the expression of tendon progenitor markers *Mkx* ([@bib18]) and *Scx* ([@bib54]) ([Figure 2---figure supplement 1A](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). However, only BMP2 but not TGF-β1 induced the osteoblast markers *Runx2* ([@bib23]) and *Sp7* ([@bib38]) ([Figure 2---figure supplement 1B](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). Both BMP2 and TGF-β1 induced the expression of chondrocyte markers *Col2a1* ([@bib5]) and *Sox9* expression ([@bib25]) ([Figure 2---figure supplement 1C](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). These responses were highly similar to those of tendon fiber-derived stem/progenitor cells ([@bib1]).

Next, we tested the multipotent differentiation potentials of the sheath-derived cells toward osteogenesis, adipogenesis and chondrogenesis as compared to tendon-fiber-derived cells ([Figure 2C--H](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). We found that sheath-derived cells differentiated into all three lineages with differentiating potential comparable to that of tendon stem/progenitor cells. All the lineage-specific markers were significantly increased under lineage-specific differentiation conditions ([Figure 2D,F,H](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). To further determine the multipotent differentiation potential of sheath-derived cells *in vivo*, we subcutaneously transplanted the GFP^+^ sheath cell sheets into the dorsal surface of the immunocompromised mice. After 8 weeks, the transplanted GFP^+^ cell sheets formed tendon-like structures ([Figure 2I--L](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). In some regions of the transplanted tissues, cells were stained positively for Alcian blue or Alizarin Red S ([Figure 2M,N](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}), suggesting that these cells also differentiated into chondrocytes and mineralized bone tissues. Similar results were observed using GFP^+^ sheath cells mixed with matrix gels and subcutaneously injected into the calvaria of immunocompromised mice ([Figure 2---figure supplement 1D--I](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). Collectively, our data reveal that Bglap^+^ sheath cells harbor clonogenicity and multipotency similar to that of the tendon-fiber-derived stem/progenitor cells both *in vitro* and *in vivo*.

![Multipotent differentiation potential of sheath-derived cells.\
(**A**) Colony formation assay using sheath-derived cells (GFP^+^) or tendon-derived cells (tdTomato^+^) isolated from the adult tendon tissues of *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice. Colonies were stained with crystal violet (upper panel) or by fluorescence (lower panel) after 14 days of culture (n = 5). (**B**) Primary cells were seeded with two different initial cell densities of 1000 or 2000 for 14 days as shown. (**C**, **E**, **G**) Lineage differentiation assay under (**C**) osteogenic (scale bar, 1000 μm), (**E**) adipogenic (scale bar, 200 μm), and (**G**) chondrogenic conditions (scale bar, 1000 μm) using primary cells isolated from the tendon tissues of *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice after cell-sorting. Insets represent the fluorescence signals of the respective primary cells before differentiation. GFP^+^ cells represent cells from sheath tissues; tdTomato^+^ cells represent cells from tendon fibers (n = 3). (**D**, **F**, **H**) QRT-PCR analysis of gene markers for (**D**) osteogenesis, (**F**) adipogenesis and (**H**) chondrogenesis. Relative expression levels were normalized to *Gapdh* and the undifferentiated condition. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*\*p≤0.0074; \*\*\*p≤0.001. n = 3 biological replicates per group. (**I--N**) Histologic analysis of tendon-like structures using GFP^+^ sheath cell sheets transplanted into the dorsal surface of immunocompromised mice after 8 weeks. Tendon-like tissues were identified under (**I**) H&E staining, (**J**) Green fluorescence, (**K**) polarized light, and (**L**) Masson's trichrome staining. Arrowheads point to regions of (**J**) tendon-like structure, (**M**) chondrocytes as shown by Alcian blue staining or (**N**) mineralized bone as shown by Alizarin Red S staining. Dashed lines indicate the boundaries of tendon-like tissues (n = 5 mice). Scale bar, 20 μm. Additional data for this figure are provided in [Figure 2---figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.012Figure 2---source data 1.Source data relating to [Figure 2D](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.013Figure 2---source data 2.Source data relating to [Figure 2F](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.014Figure 2---source data 3.Source data relating to [Figure 2H](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}.](elife-30474-fig2){#fig2}

Tendon-sheath-derived cells contribute to tendon repair {#s2-3}
-------------------------------------------------------

The mesenchymal properties of putative sheath stem/progenitor cells suggest that these cells contribute to tendon repair and regeneration. To investigate the repair capacity of tendon sheath *in vivo*, a full-thickness medial edge of the defect was created along the Tibialis anterior tendon of the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice where true tendon sheath tissues surrounded the tendon fibers. At Day 14, GFP^+^ cells appeared in the areas of injured tendon fibers as shown in both cross- and longitudinal-sections ([Figure 3A](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}, [Figure 3---figure supplement 1A](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"}). Furthermore, these GFP^+^ cells also co-expressed the tendon progenitor marker Mkx ([Figure 3B](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}, [Figure 3---figure supplement 1B](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"}). These results suggest that sheath tissues possess stem/progenitor cells that differentiate into tenocytes for tendon repair. To further demonstrate the repair ability of sheath-derived cells, we isolated GFP^+^ tendon sheaths from the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice and transplanted them into the injured Achilles tendon of the left hind leg of immunocompromised mice in which the tendon is not surrounded by true tendon sheaths ([@bib20]). A full-thickness medial edge of the defect was created along the entire Achilles tendon and the sheath tissues transplants were placed in close proximity underneath the injured tendon. Two days after injury, most of the GFP^+^ sheath tissues were still localized at the implanted position ([Figure 3C](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). At Day 14, GFP^+^ sheath tissues migrated towards the injured tendon fibers. By Day 45, GFP^+^ cells were markedly found within the injured tendon fibers and had differentiated into tendon-fiber-like structures. Close examination revealed that the GFP^+^ cells were morphologically, molecularly and biomechanically similar to tendon-like fibers ([Figure 3D--I](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). The GFP^+^ cells were polarized ([Figure 3D](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}) and thetendon progenitor markers *Mkx* and *Scx* ([Figure 3E](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}) as well as tendon extracellular matrix (ECM) components ([Figure 3F](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}) were strongly unregulated in the sheath-transplanted tendons. Furthermore, the overall collagen content was significantly increased in the sheath-transplanted group after injury ([Figure 3G](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). Biomechanical testing of peak force, peak stress and stiffness was also significantly improved in the sheath-transplanted group ([Figure 3H and I](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). Co-localization of Mkx expression with GFP^+^ cells was also observed at the injured sites ([Figure 3J](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}, [Figure 3---figure supplement 2A](#fig3s2){ref-type="fig"}). In addition, FACS-sorted GFP^+^ cells that were isolated from the grafts 14 days after the injury also displayed a molecular tendon signature ([Figure 3K](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}). Altogether, our results indicate that *Bglap*-expressing sheath cells contribute to tendon repair.

![Tendon sheath tissues contribute to tendon repair.\
(**A**) Fluorescence analysis in cross- and longitudinal sections of the Tibialis anterior tendon of *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice at Day 0 (Control) and Day 14 after injury(without grafting) (n = 3 mice per group). Boxed areas indicate the regions of the injury sites (dashed line). Scale bar, 100 μm. (**B**) Fluorescence analysis of Mkx in the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice Tibialis anterior tendon tissues at Day 0 (Control) and Day 14 after injury (n = 3 mice per group). White arrowheads point to GFP^+^/Mkx^+^ cells at the injured site of the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mouse tendon tissues. Scale bar, 20 μm. (**C**) GFP^+^ Tibialis anterior tendon sheath tissues isolated from the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice formed tendon-like fibers at the injured Achilles tendon of immunocompromised mice after transplantation. Scale bar, 250 μm. Boxed regions of higher magnification are shown in the lower panel. Scale bar, 100 μm (n = 5 mice per group). (**D**) Histologic analysis of consecutive sections at the injured sites of the sheath transplantation group (bottom) and the no transplantation group (top) at Day 14 after injury (n = 5 mice). Boxed areas indicate the regions of the injury sites (dashed line). (**E, F**) Gene expression profiles of (**E**) tendon progenitor markers and (**F**) tendon extracellular matrix (ECM) components of the injured tendon at Day 14. Relative expression levels were normalized to *Gapdh* and the sham group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by Tukey's multiple comparison test. \*\*p≤0.0021; \*\*\*p≤0.0008; NS, not significant. n = 4 mice per group. (**G**) Hydroxyproline assay of Achilles tendon tissues 4 weeks after injury. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by Tukey's multiple comparison test. \*\*\*p≤0.0007. n = 5 mice per group. (**H, I**) Parameters of mechanical testing of tendon tissues in the sham, tendon-injured and tendon=injured with *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* sheath transplantation groups at 4 weeks after surgery. Sheath transplantation represents GFP^+^ sheath-derived cells sorted from the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by Tukey's multiple comparison test. \*\*\*p≤0.001, \*p≤0.0228. n ≥ 8 mice per group. (**J**) Co-localization of Mkx and BGLAP-Cre/GFP at the injured sites of the nude mice tendon tissues with or without the sheath transplantation at Day 14 after injury (n = 5 mice per group). White arrowheads point to GFP^+^/Mkx^+^ cells at the injured site of the nude mice tendon tissues with *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* sheath transplantation. Boxed areas indicate the regions of the injury sites (dashed line). Scale bar, 20 μm. (**K**) Gene-expression profiles of tendon progenitor markers and ECM components of FACS-sorted GFP^+^ cells from the nude mice injured tendons with *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* sheath transplantation at Day 14. Sheath controls were the FACS-sorted GFP^+^ cells directly from *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* sheath tissues. Relative expression levels were normalized to *β-tubulin* and the sheath control group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*p≤0.0383; NS, not significant. n = 3 replicates per group.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.018Figure 3---source data 1.Source data relating to [Figure 3E](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.019Figure 3---source data 2.Source data relating to [Figure 3F](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.020Figure 3---source data 3.Source data relating to [Figure 3G](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.021Figure 3---source data 4.Source data relating to [Figures 3H](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} and 3I.\
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Hh signaling promotes the proliferation of sheath progenitor cells {#s2-4}
------------------------------------------------------------------

To dissect the mechanistic regulation that activates sheath stem/progenitor cells for tendon repair, we searched for signaling pathways that are implicated during early tendon cell differentiation. It has been previously reported that Hh signaling is activated for tissue regeneration ([@bib59]; [@bib63]). In addition, Hh signaling is also active at the insertion site and in tendon cells during tendon development ([@bib26][@bib27]). Its activity correlates with cell proliferation rate in tendon tissues. These data suggest that Hh signaling may control the early differentiation process in tendon progenitor cells. Thus, we examined the gene profiles of tendon markers in wild-type mice after injury ([Figure 4A--C](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). We found that tendon progenitor markers and tendon ECM markers were all significantly upregulated after injury ([Figure 4A,B](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). We also noticed that Hh ligand Shh, but not Dhh and Ihh, was significantly upregulated in the sheath tissues after injury ([Figure 4C](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). Thus, we tested the Hh signaling activity after injury *in vivo* by using a *Ptch1^lacZ/+^* mouse model, which is derived from a floxed allele of *Ptch1* ([@bib33]). *Ptch1* is a transcriptional target of Hh signaling, and the expression of the *LacZ* gene represents the activity of Hh signaling. Conditional loss of *Ptch1* by crossing with *Stra8-Cre* mice leads to gain of *LacZ* expression in the germline embryowide. A full-thickness medial edge of the defect was introduced into the Tibialis anterior tendon of the left hind limb of the *Ptch1^lacZ/+^* mice; the tendon fibers in this region were surrounded by true tendon sheaths. Interestingly, strong X-gal staining was observed at 2 weeks after injury in the surrounding sheath tissues ([Figure 4D,E](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). Hh target gene *Gli1*, as well as the tendon-sheath markers *Tppp3* and *Bglap*, were strongly induced in the injured tissues ([Figure 4F](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). To further demonstrate that cells with activated Hh signaling from the sheath tissues contribute to tendon repair, we isolated sheath tissues from the *Ptch1^lacZ/+^* mice and transplanted them into immunocompromised mice with injuries in the Achilles tendon, where no true tendon sheaths were present ([Figure 4G](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). Two weeks after transplantation, *X-gal* signals were found in the injured tendon fibers and *LacZ^+^* cells were detected within the injured regions ([Figure 4H](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}).

![Activation of Hh signaling in sheath tissues upon injury.\
(**A, B**) Gene expression profiles of (**A**) tendon progenitor markers and (**B**) ECM components in the tendon sheath tissues of wild-type mice two weeks after injury. Relative expression levels were normalized to *β-tubulin* and the sham group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*\*p≤0.0055; \*\*\*p≤0.0006. n = 4 mice per group. (**C**) Gene expression profiles of Hh ligands in the sheath tissues one week after injury. Relative expression levels were normalized to *Gapdh* and the sham group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*\*\*p≤0.0001; NS, not significant. n = 6 mice per group. (**D**) X-gal (USB Corporation, USA) staining of the Tibialis anterior tendon of *Ptch1^LacZ/+^* mice two weeks after injury. Strong signals were observed in the sheath tissues of the injured site (arrowhead). Dotted lines depict the boundaries of tendon tissues (n = 5 mice per group). (**E**) Cross-section of the injured sheath tissues as shown in (**D**) (n = 5 mice per group). Dotted lines depict the boundaries of the sheath tissues. Scale bar, 50 μm. (**F**) Gene expression profiles in the tendon sheath tissues of wild-type mice two weeks after injury. Relative expression levels were normalized to *β-tubulin* and the sham group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*\*p≤0.0025; \*\*\*p≤0.001. n = 4 mice per group. (**G**) *Ptch1^LacZ/+^* sheath tissues transplanted to the injured Achilles tendon of immunocompromised mice after two weeks (n = 5 mice per group). (**H**) Histologic analysis of the injured tendon fibers as shown in (**G**). Scale bar, 100 μm. Boxed areas are shown in high magnification on the right. The lower right panel depicts the boxed area from the surrounding tissues. Arrowheads point to *LacZ^+^* cells within the tendon fibers (n = 5 mice per group). Scale bar, 20 μm.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.024Figure 4---source data 1.Source data relating to [Figure 4A](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.025Figure 4---source data 2.Source data relating to [Figure 4B](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.026Figure 4---source data 3.Source data relating to [Figure 4C](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.027Figure 4---source data 4.Source data relating to [Figure 4F](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}.](elife-30474-fig4){#fig4}

To further elucidate the biological roles of Hh signaling in sheath tissues, we generated the *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice to upregulate Hh signaling in the tendon sheath tissues. Histologic examination revealed that the sheath tissues in the mutant mice were significantly thicker than those of the control littermates ([Figure 5A,B](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}). These data suggest that the sheath cells were highly proliferative. As expected, strong X-gal signals were detected in the sheath tissues of the *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice, indicating that Hh signaling activity was strongly induced ([Figure 5C--E](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}). Indeed, the thickened tendon sheaths of the *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice showed strong expression of phospho-H3 and there were very few apoptotic cells ([Figure 5F](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}). We also found that tendon sheath tissues were normally more proliferative than tendon fiber tissues in adult tissues ([Figure 5---figure supplement 1A](#fig5s1){ref-type="fig"}). Strikingly, the highly proliferative sheath cells also co-expressed Gli and Mkx in the sheath tissues ([Figure 5G,H](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}), suggesting that Hh signaling promotes the proliferation of tendon sheath progenitor cells. Indeed, Mkx has been previously shown to be strongly expressed in the sheath tissues ([@bib29]) and implicated in both tendon repair ([@bib28]) and type I collagen production in tendon tissues ([@bib18]). Similarly, primary tendon sheath cells isolated from the *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice also displayed positive X-gal signals and increased cell proliferation ([Figure 5---figure supplement 1B--F](#fig5s1){ref-type="fig"}). Together, our data indicate that Hh signaling promotes the proliferation of *Mkx*-expressing sheath stem/progenitor cells.

![Activated Hh signaling increases cell proliferation in sheath tissues.\
(**A**) Histologic analysis of the sheath tissues of the Tibialis anterior tendon of different mice genotypes at multiple time points. Scale bar, 20 μm. (**B**) Statistical analyses of the sheath thickness data illustrated in (**A**). Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*\*\*p\<0.0001. n = 10 biological replicates per group. (**C**) X-gal staining of the sheath tissues of the Tibialis anterior tendon (upper panel) and the Peroneus longus tendon (lower panel) of mice of different genotypes at 3 months old (n = 6 mice per group). (**D**) Cross-sections of the Tibialis anterior tendon sheath tissues at Day 21 with X-gal staining (n = 6 mice per group). Scale bar, 100 μm. (**E**) QRT-PCR analysis of Hh activity in the sheath tissues. Relative expression levels were normalized to *Gapdh* and the *Ptch1^c/+^* group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using a Student's t-test. \*\*\*p≤0.0004. n = 3 mice per group. (**F**) Fluorescent immunohistochemistry of cell proliferation (pH3) and apoptosis (TUNEL) of the sheath tissues at 2 months old of mice with genotypes as shown (n = 3 mice per group). White arrowheads point to apoptotic cells in the sheath tissues. Scale bar, 40 μm. (**G**) Co-localization of Gli1 and Mkx expression in the sheath tissues of mice with genotypes as shown (n = 3 mice per group). Scale bar, 10 μm. (**H**) Gene expression analysis of *Mkx* in the sheath tissues illustrated in (**G**). Relative expression levels were normalized to *Gapdh* and the *Ptch1^c/+^* group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using a Student's t-test. \*\*\*p≤0.0007. n = 3 mice per group. Dotted lines depict the boundaries of sheath tissues. Additional data for this figure are provided in [Figure 5---figure supplement 1](#fig5s1){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.031Figure 5---source data 1.Source data relating to [Figure 5B](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.032Figure 5---source data 2.Source data relating to [Figure 5E](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.033Figure 5---source data 3.Source data relating to [Figure 5H](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}.](elife-30474-fig5){#fig5}

Hh signaling in tendon sheath is required for tendon repair {#s2-5}
-----------------------------------------------------------

Next, to test whether Hh signaling in the tendon sheath is required for tendon repair, we genetically removed Hh signaling by generating *Smo^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice. In contrast to those of the *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice, the tendon sheaths of the *Smo^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice were much thinner than those of control littermates ([Figure 6A,B](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}). Sheath cell proliferation was significantly reduced while the frequency of apoptotic cells was slightly increased ([Figure 6C](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}). Mkx and Gli1 expression were minimally expressed in normal but not in mutant sheath tissues ([Figure 6D](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}).

![Hh signaling is necessary for sheath cell proliferation.\
(**A**) Histologic analysis of the sheath tissues of the Tibialis anterior tendon of mice with genotypes as shown. Scale bar, 100 μm. Higher magnification is shown on the right. Scale bar, 20 μm. (**B**) Statistical analysis of sheath thickness as shown in (**A**). Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*\*\*p\<0.0001. n = 10 biological replicates per group. (**C**) Fluorescent immunohistochemistry of sheath tissues showing the cell proliferation (pH3) and apoptosis (TUNEL) of mice with genotypes as shown. White arrowheads point to apoptotic cells in sheath tissues (n = 3 mice per group). Scale bar, 40 μm. (**D**) Immunohistochemistry of Gli1 and Mkx expression in the sheath tissues of mice with genotypes as shown (n = 3 mice per group). Scale bar, 10 μm. Dotted lines depict the boundaries of sheath tissues.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.035Figure 6---source data 1.Source data relating to [Figure 6B](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}.](elife-30474-fig6){#fig6}

Under tendon-injured conditions, the tendon sheath tissues around the injured site in the control group were markedly thickened ([Figure 7A](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). Both Gli1 and Mkx were strongly expressed in the sheath tissues ([Figure 7B](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). These observations were highly similar to those in the *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice. However, these phenotypic changes were not observed in the *Smo^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice upon injury ([Figure 7A,B](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). Tendon repair was significantly impaired in the *Smo^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant mice and cell proliferation was inhibited in the injured tendon fibers of these mice ([Figure 7C,D](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). Total collagen content was significantly reduced ([Figure 7E](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}) and co-expression of Mkx and Gli1 in the mutant tendon fibers was nearly missing ([Figure 7F](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). Gene expression levels of *Mkx*, *Scx* and all the tendon ECM markers were similarly reduced ([Figure 7---figure supplement 1](#fig7s1){ref-type="fig"}). In summary, our data indicate that Hh signaling is necessary to promote the proliferation of sheath progenitor cells for tendon repair.

![Hh signaling is required for sheath-mediated tendon repair.\
(**A**) Histologic analysis of the Tibialis anterior tendon of mice with genotypes as shown 4 weeks after injury (n = 4 mice per group). Scale bar, 400 μm. Higher magnifications of the boxed regions are shown on the right. Scale bar, 50 μm. Arrowheads point to the sheath tissues. (**B**) Fluorescent immunohistochemistry of Gli1 and Mkx expression in the sheath tissues as shown in (**A**) (n = 4 mice per group). Scale bar, 20 μm. (**C**) Histologic analysis of Tibialis anterior tendon fibers of mice with genotypes as shown 4 weeks after injury. Scale bar, 50 μm. Higher magnification is shown on the right (n = 4 mice per group). Scale bar, 20 μm. (**D**) Fluorescent immunohistochemistry of cell proliferation (pH3) of the tendons of mice with genotypes as shown in (**C**) (n = 4 mice per group). Scale bar, 40 μm. (**E**) Hydroxyproline assay using Tibialis anterior tendon tissues 4 weeks after injury. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by Tukey's multiple comparison test. \*\*\*p≤0.0001. n = 4 mice per group. (**F**) Fluorescent immunohistochemistry of Gli1 and Mkx of the Tibialis anterior tendon fibers of mice with genotypes as shown 4 weeks after injury (n = 4 mice per group). \*, non-specific signals. Scale bar, 20 μm. Additional data for this figure are provided in [Figure 7---figure supplement 1](#fig7s1){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.040Figure 7---source data 1.Source data relating to [Figure 7E](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}.](elife-30474-fig7){#fig7}

Hh signaling induces Mkx and Collagen I expression through TGFβ/Smad3 signaling {#s2-6}
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

To dissect the mechanism through which Hh activation promotes the proliferation of tendon progenitor cells for tendon repair, we first infected primary *Ptch1^c/c^* sheath cells with Cre adenovirus ([Figure 8A](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}), or treated GFP^+^ tendon sheath cells from *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice with the Hh agonist purmorphamine ([Figure 8B](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}). Both sets of results showed significant upregulation of gene expression for sheath, tendon progenitor and ECM markers. Interestingly, the expression of *TGF-β1*, *-β2*, *-β3* and the TGFβ-signaling target gene *Smad7* were also greatly induced ([Figure 8C,D](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}), suggesting that Hh signaling activates TGFβ signaling in tendon sheath cells. Furthermore, Smad3 was also strongly phosphorylated in *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mutant sheath tissues ([Figure 8E](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}). Next, we searched for *Smad*-binding sites in the promoter regions of *Mkx*. As expected, we found putative *Smad3* binding sites at positions −4060 bp,--714 bp and −156 bp of the *Mkx* promoter regions ([Figure 9A](#fig9){ref-type="fig"}). We cloned the promoter regions containing the putative binding sites and examined *Smad* binding using a luciferase assay. Our results showed that only *Smad3* but not *Smad2* significantly induced luciferase activities in both the 0.8 kb and 4.1 kb promoter regions of *Mkx*, indicating that *Smad3* is responsible for the induction of *Mkx* expression. To demonstrate the specificity of the Hh-induced activation of TGFβ signaling in inducing *Mkx* and *Col1a1* expression, we co-treated the primary sheath cells with purmorphamine and a specific inhibitor of the type I TGFβ receptor SB431542 ([Figure 9B,C](#fig9){ref-type="fig"}). In the presence of the SB431542 inhibitor, the effects of Hh agonists were greatly diminished. Together, our data indicate that TGFβ signaling mediates the effect of Hh signaling in regulating *Mkx* and *Col1a1* expression.

![Hh activation upregulates Mkx and Collagen I via TGFβ/Smad3 signaling.\
(**A, C**) Gene expression profiling using primary *Ptch1^c/c^* sheath cells infected with Cre-adenovirus for 48 hr. Relative expression levels were normalized to *β-tubulin* and the Ad-GFP group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*p≤0.0394; \*\*p≤0.0028; \*\*\*p≤0.0009. n = 3 biological replicates per group. (**B, D**) Gene expression profiling using *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* sorted GFP^+^ primary sheath cells treated with the Hh agonist purmorphamine (1000 nM, Millipore, USA) for 48 hr. Relative expression levels were normalized to *β-tubulin* and the control group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using Student's t-tests. \*p≤0.0213; \*\*p≤0.0085; \*\*\*p≤0.0007. n = 3 biological replicates per group. (**E**) Western blot analysis of protein expression in primary sheath cells of *Ptch1^c/c^* and *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mice (n = 3 per group).\
10.7554/eLife.30474.042Figure 8---source data 1.Source data relating to [Figure 8A](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.043Figure 8---source data 2.Source data relating to [Figure 8B](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.044Figure 8---source data 3.Source data relating to [Figure 8C](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.045Figure 8---source data 4.Source data relating to [Figure 8D](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}.](elife-30474-fig8){#fig8}

![Hh activation upregulates Mkx and Collagen I via TGFβ/Smad3 signaling.\
(**A**) (Upper panel) Schematic diagram of putative *Smad*-binding element (SBE) motifs in the promoter region of *Mkx*. (TSS, transcription start site; the canonical *Smad*-binding conserved sequence GT/GCTNNCA is underlined). (Lower panel) Dual-luciferase assay of *Mkx* activities using reporter plasmids with 0.8 kb (*pGL3-Mkxp8K* with two *Smad* binding sites) or 4060 bp (*pGL3-Mkx4K* with three *Smad* binding sites) of *Mkx* promoter regions with *SMAD2* or *SMAD3* overexpression, respectively, in HEK293T cells. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by Tukey's multiple comparison test. \*\*\*p≤0.0001; NS, not significant. n = 3 biological replicates per group. (**B**) QRT-PCR analysis of the TGFβ/Smad3 signaling target gene *Smad7*, the tendon progenitor *Mkx* and the main ECM components *Col1a1* and *Col1a2* in primary sheath cells treated with purmorphamine (PM) (1000 nM), with or without specific type I TGFβ receptor inhibitor SB431542 pre-treatment (10 μM, 1 hr). Relative expression levels were normalized to *β-tubulin* and the control group. Data are means ± s.e.m and were analyzed using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) followed by Tukey's multiple comparison test. \*p≤0.0293; \*\*p≤0.0012; \*\*\*p≤0.0003; \#\# p≤0.0045; \#\#\# p≤0.0001. (\*, comparison with control group; \#, comparison with PM treatment). n = 3 biological replicates per group. (**C**) Western blot analysis of protein expression in sheath primary cells (n = 3 per group).\
10.7554/eLife.30474.047Figure 9---source data 1.Source data relating to [Figure 9A](#fig9){ref-type="fig"}.\
10.7554/eLife.30474.048Figure 9---source data 2.Source data relating to [Figure 9B](#fig9){ref-type="fig"}.](elife-30474-fig9){#fig9}

To elucidate the relevance of Hh signaling activation in human tendon injury, we also examined the expression of GLI1 and MKX in human tendinopathy specimens ([Figure 10](#fig10){ref-type="fig"}). We found that only regions with tendinopathy showed strong expression of GLI1 and MKX. These proteins were expressed at low levels in adjacent tendon regions where the integrity of the tendon fibers was relatively normal. Thus, our data suggest that Hh signaling is activated in human tendinopathy patients. However, it remains unclear whether GLI1/MKX expression represents a scarring and/or tendon repair process.

![Upregulation of GLI1 and MKX expression in human tendinopathy specimens.\
(**A, B**) Fluorescent immunohistochemistry of GLI1 and MKX in (**A**) healthy patellar tendon tissues or (**B**) patellar tendinopathy tissues. The bottom images show two regions adjacent to the injured tissues and are representative of the tendon tissues of 'tendinopathy' patients. Different rows indicate samples from different healthy subjects or patients. (n = 7 healthy subjects or patients per group.)](elife-30474-fig10){#fig10}

Discussion {#s3}
==========

To delineate the contribution of extrinsic sheath tissues in tendon repair, we need to identify specific adult tendon sheath markers for molecular and cellular tracing during the healing process. Our findings indicate that Osteocalcin (*Bglap*) is specifically expressed in adult tendon sheath tissues but not in tendon fibers, and therefore is an ideal sheath tissue marker. Previously, Bglap was thought to be expressed only in mature osteoblasts and odontoblasts, contributing to the composition of the extracellular matrix (ECM) of the bones ([@bib2]; [@bib7]). More recently, Bglap was also found to be a secreted protein that binds to its receptor GPRC6A and shows broad paracrine effects on pancreatic islets, fat, muscle, brain and testes in mice ([@bib9]; [@bib43][@bib42]; [@bib60]; [@bib36]). Although the function of *Bglap* in sheath tissues remains to be determined, it is conceivable that it serves at least in part as an ECM component of the sheath tissues and potentially regulates the metabolism of local tissues that contribute to tendon repair via autocrine or paracrine mechanisms.

Our studies showed that extrinsic sheath tissues possess stem/progenitor cells and contribute to tendon repair. It remains to be determined, however, whether these sheath-derived *Bglap^+^* lineage cells differentiate into genuine tenocytes or just scarring sheath cells that invade into the tendon proper after tendon injury. Our data show that the co-expression of *Mkx* and *Col1a1* in the *Bglap^+^* cells is indistinguishable between tenocytes and sheath cells. More specific markers may be required to address this question definitively.

Interestingly, true tendon sheath does not continuously envelope the tendon fibers entirely. It covers only areas that are subjected to high levels of fiction, and is believed to lubricate the surrounding tissues during movement. Our findings unravel an additional novel function of sheath tissues that is specific for tendon remodeling and repair. As tendon fibers in regions of high fiction are more vulnerable to wearing and injuries, the proximity of progenitor cells in the sheath tissues provides an efficient source of cells for local or short-range migration for tendon fiber repair.

Our findings demonstrate that Hh signaling is strongly activated upon injury, possibly due to the strong induction and secretion of Shh ([Figure 4C](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). In fact, activation of Hh signaling in sheath tissues triggers the proliferation of sheath progenitor cells. This generates a pool of progenitor cells for tendon differentiation and tendon fiber repair. It has been shown previously that Hh signaling regulates the early differentiation of progenitor cells at the tendon insertion site during embryonic development ([@bib26][@bib27]). Our results further reveal the importance of activation of Hh signaling in early events during adult tendon repair. In addition, the activation of Hh signaling results in significant upregulation of *Mkx* expression. *Mkx* plays an important role in the differentiation of tendon progenitor cells ([@bib18]; [@bib29]; [@bib56]). It has been shown that *Mkx*-expressing mesenchymal stem cells (MSCs) significantly promote tendon healing by activation of TGFβ signaling ([@bib28]). Our results also show that Hh signaling activates TGFβ signaling. TGFβ signaling is a major regulatory pathway for tenogenesis. It is essential for the recruitment and maintenance of tendon progenitors for tendon formation ([@bib48]). It also induces collagen formation and matrix remodeling during tendon healing ([@bib17]; [@bib31]; [@bib47]; [@bib22]). Thus, activation of Hh signaling plays at least two roles. First, as an early event after injury, it ensures the availability of a sufficient pool of progenitor cells for repair. Second, it activates signaling cues for further cell differentiation and ECM production for tendon fiber regeneration. Our work suggests that activation of Hh signaling in sheath tissues may be a therapeutic intervention for tendon injury.

In conclusion, we have identified *Bglap* as a new marker for adult sheath tissues. *Bglap*-expressing sheath cells possess stem cell properties and contribute to tendon repair in which Hh signaling is necessary and sufficient to promote the proliferation of *Mkx^+^* cells. Our results reveal important molecular evidence that Hh signaling is required for tendon repair that is mediated by extrinsic tendon sheath tissue.

Materials and methods {#s4}
=====================

  --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  Reagent type\             Designation                             Source or reference              Identifiers
  (species) or resource                                                                              
  ------------------------- --------------------------------------- -------------------------------- -----------------------------------------------------------------
  Genetic reagent\          *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^*               This paper                       NA
  (*Mus musculus*)                                                                                   

  Genetic reagent\          *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre*                  [@bib33]                         PMID: 16936073;\
  (*M. musculus*)                                                                                    DOI: 10.1242/dev.02546\
                                                                                                     RRID:[MGI:3687744](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/MGI:3687744)

  Genetic reagent\          *Smo^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre*                    [@bib32]                         PMID: 18434416;\
  (*M. musculus*)                                                                                    DOI: 10.1242/dev.018044\
                                                                                                     RRID:[MGI:5311416](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/MGI:5311416)

  Genetic reagent\          *Ptch1^LacZ/+^*                         This paper                       NA
  (*M. musculus*)                                                                                    

  Recombinant DNA reagent   pGL3-Mkxp8K                             This paper                       NA

  Recombinant DNA reagent   pGL3-Mkx4K                              This paper                       NA

  Recombinant DNA reagent   pCMV5 SMAD2-HA                          Addgene, USA                     plasmid \# 14930

  Recombinant DNA reagent   pCMV5B-Flag-SMAD3                       Addgene, USA                     plasmid \# 11742

  Antibody                  Osteolcalcin/Bglap                      Abcam, USA                       ab93876, 5 ug/ml\
                                                                                                     RRID: [AB_10675660](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_10675660)

  Antibody                  Tppp3                                   Abcam, USA                       ab150998, 1:50\
                                                                                                     RRID: [AB_2716739](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_2716739)

  Antibody                  Mkx                                     Lifespan Biosciences Inc., USA   LS-B8063, 1 ug/ml\
                                                                                                     RRID: [AB_2716740](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_2716740)

  Antibody                  Mkx                                     Abcam, USA                       ab179597, 1 ug/ml\
                                                                                                     RRID: [AB_2716741](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_2716741)

  Antibody                  Gli1                                    R&D, USA                         MAB3324, 10 ug/ml\
                                                                                                     RRID:[AB_2111775](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_2111775)

  Antibody                  Gli2                                    R&D, USA                         AF3635, 5 ug/ml\
                                                                                                     RRID:[AB_2111902](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_2111902)

  Antibody                  pH3                                     SantaCruz, USA                   sc-8656-R, 1:200\
                                                                                                     RRID:[AB_653256](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_653256)

  Antibody                  Collagen I                              Abcam, USA                       ab292, 1:1000\
                                                                                                     RRID:[AB_303415](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_303415)

  Antibody                  TGF-b1                                  Abcam, USA                       ab64715, 1:500\
                                                                                                     RRID:[AB_1144265](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_1144265)

  Antibody                  Smad3                                   CST, USA                         \#9523, 1:1000\
                                                                                                     RRID:[AB_2193182](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_2193182)

  Antibody                  p-Smad3                                 CST, USA                         \#9520, 1:1000\
                                                                                                     RRID:[AB_2193207](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_2193207)

  Antibody                  β-Actin                                 CST, USA                         \#8457, 1:10000\
                                                                                                     RRID:[AB_10950489](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/AB_10950489)

  Commercial assay or kit   Apoptosis Fluorescein Detection Kit     Millipore, USA                   s7111

  Commercial assay or kit   Hydroxyproline Assay Kit                Sigma-Aldrich, USA               MAK008

  Commercial assay or kit   Dual-luciferase reporter assay system   Promega, USA                     E1980

  Chemical compound, drug   BMP2                                    CST, USA                         \#4697

  Chemical compound, drug   TGF-β1                                  Peprotech, USA                   100--21

  Chemical compound, drug   Purmorphamine                           Millipore, USA                   540220

  Chemical compound, drug   SB431542                                Sigma-Aldrich, USA               S4317
  --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Mice {#s4-1}
----

The human *BGLAP-Cre* mice ([@bib62]) were crossed with the *Rosa26^mT/mG^* mouse line ([@bib37]), *Ptch1^c/c^* mice ([@bib33]) or *Smo^c/c^* mice ([@bib30]) to generate the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice, *Ptch1^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mice and *Smo^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mice. The *Ptch1^c/c^* mice were crossed with the *Stra8-Cre* mice ([@bib51]) to generate *Ptch1^LacZ/+^* mice. All experiments were approved by the Animal Experimentation Ethics Committee of the Chinese University of Hong Kong (16-637).

Tendon injury mouse model {#s4-2}
-------------------------

Tendon injury mouse models were generated as previously described ([@bib12]). Briefly, 8--12 week-old male wild-type mice (C57BL/6), *Ptch1^LacZ/+^* mice, *Smo^c/c^;BGLAP-Cre* mice, *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice and control littermates were anesthetized and the left-leg Tibialis anterior tendon was accessed through the skin. longitudinal incisions were made along the medial and lateral borders of the tendon. Jewelers forceps were then slid under the tendon and spread to tension the tendon. The lateral edge of the defect was created with a scalpel and then jewelers forceps were placed into the incision and pushed through the tendon to create a full-thickness medial edge of the defect. Incisions were closed with prolene suture (Ethicon, USA). For the sham procedure in the contralateral limb, longitudinal incisions along the border were made and forceps were placed under the tendon but no defect was made. The animals were sacrificed 1, 2 or 4 weeks after injury.

Sheath transplantation {#s4-3}
----------------------

The left-leg Achilles tendons of 4 month-old female immunocompromised mice were injured as described above except that this tendon was not surrounded by true sheath tissue. Immediately after injury, 2 mg Tibialis anterior tendon sheath tissues (approximately two pieces of sheath tissues) were harvested from the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice or the *Ptch1^LacZ/+^* mice and placed underneath the injured Achilles tendon of the immunocompromised mice. The animals were sacrificed for *BGLAP-Cre* lineage tracing analysis at specific time points from 2 days to 45 days. The tendon tissues were harvested for FACS-sorting and for molecular, histological, and biomechanical analysis at day 14. Sham operation was performed without transplantation.

*In vivo* differentiation {#s4-4}
-------------------------

Sheath-derived cells were transplanted subcutaneously to the dorsal surface or calvaria of 16-week-old female immunocompromised mice. Approximately 1 × 10^6^ cells were cultured until confluent to form a continuous sheet in a 10 cm culture dish. The cell sheets were lifted by tweezers and rolled up to form a transplant. The transplants were then deposited subcutaneously to the dorsal surface of the mice for 8 weeks. For calvaria transplantation, approximately 1 × 10^6^ cells were cultured until confluent. After trypsinization, the cells were mixed with Matrix gel (BD Biosciences, USA) and subcutaneously injected into the calvaria. The animals were sacrificed and analyzed 8 weeks after transplantation.

Collagen content analysis {#s4-5}
-------------------------

Procedures were followed as described previously ([@bib12]) using the Hydroxyproline Assay Kit (Sigma-Aldrich, USA, MAK008). Briefly, mouse Tibialis anterior tendons or Achilles tendons were collected and homogenized. A hydroxyproline assay kit was used to measure the production of hydroxyproline in xenografted or non-grafted tendons by the reaction of oxidized hydroxyproline with dimethylaminobenzaldehyde (DMAB), which resulted in a colorimetric product (560 nm) that was proportional to the hydroxyproline quantity. Four independent samples per group were collected and analyzed.

Immunohistochemistry and immunocytochemistry {#s4-6}
--------------------------------------------

Tissue sections or primary cells were fixed and blocked with 5% Donkey serum (Sigma-Aldrich, USA). Samples were then incubated with primary antibodies at 4°C overnight. The following antibodies were used for staining: Bglap (Abcam, USA, ab93876, 5 ug/ml); Tppp3 (Abcam, USA, ab150998, 1:50); Mkx (Lifespan Biosciences Inc., USA, LS-B8063, 1 ug/ml); Gli1 (R&D, USA, MAB3324, 10 ug/ml); Gli2 (R&D, USA, AF3635, 5 ug/ml); pH3 (Santa Cruz, USA, sc-8656-R, 1:200); Donkey anti-rabbit IgG (H + L), Alexa Fluor 594 conjugate (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA, A21207, 1:500); Donkey anti-rat IgG (H + L), Alexa Fluor 488 conjugate (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA, A21208, 1:500); Donkey anti-goat IgG (H + L), Alexa Fluor 488 conjugate (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA, A11055, 1:500); and Goat anti-rabbit IgG (H + L), Alexa Fluor 633 conjugate (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA, A21072, 1:500). Samples were washed with PBS and incubated with secondary antibodies at room temperature for 1 hr. Nuclei were stained with Hoechst 33342 (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA). Signals were detected under fluorescence microscopy. For TUNEL assay, procedures were followed as described by the manufacturer using the ApopTag Plus In Situ Apoptosis Fluorescein Detection Kit (Millipore, USA, s7111).

Cell isolation and culture {#s4-7}
--------------------------

Mouse Tibialis anterior sheaths and tendons from 8--10-week-old mice were dissected separately, minced and digested with 3 mg/ml collagenase type I (Worthington, USA) and 4 mg/ml dispase (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA) in PBS for 1 hr at 37^°^C. Single cell suspension was then cultured in 20% FBS, 100 mM 2-mercaptoethanol and 1% penicillin-streptomycin (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA) in α-MEM (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA) for 8--10 days. All the experiments were performed with primary cells of passage one.

FACS analysis {#s4-8}
-------------

Primary cells isolated from the tendon and sheath tissues of the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice and primary cells from the tendon tissues of the immunocompromised mice with *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* sheath transplantation were sorted and analyzed for GFP or tdTomato fluorescence using FACS Aria Fusion flow cytometer (BD Biosciences, USA). Data were calculated using the FACSDiva Software (Histogram) (BD Biosciences, USA).

Colony formation assay and *in vitro* multipotent differentiation {#s4-9}
-----------------------------------------------------------------

For colony formation assay, single cell suspensions of sorted tendon sheath-derived cells (GFP^+^) or tendon fiber-derived cells (tdTomato^+^) from the *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^* mice were cultured in a 60-mm dish for 14 days at two different cell densities (1000 or 2000). *In vitro* multipotent differentiation towards osteogenesis and adipogenesis was performed as previously described ([@bib32]; [@bib50]). Briefly, approximately 1 × 10^5^ cells were seeded per well in 24-well plates in α-MEM supplemented with 20% FBS and 1% penicillin-streptomycin (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA). 12\~24 hr later, the medium was switched to osteogenic/adipogenic differentiation medium after reaching superconfluence. For osteogenesis, the differentiation cocktail includes 100 ug/ml ascorbic acid and 10 mM glycerophosphate (Sigma-Aldrich, USA). For adipogenesis, the differentiation cocktail contains 10 μg/ml insulin, 100 nM dexamethasone, 250 μM IBMX and 200 μM indomethacin (Sigma-Aldrich, USA). The medium was changed every 3 days. The cells were examined for osteogenic or adipogenic differentiation 12 days after the induction. Osteogenic differentiation was stained by Alizarin Red S staining. Adipogenic differentiation was stained by 0.3% Oil Red O staining (Sigma-Aldrich, USA). For chondrogenesis, a high-density micromass culture system was applied as described previously with modification ([@bib61]; [@bib13]; [@bib57]; [@bib39]). Briefly, cells were harvested and resuspended in chondrogenic medium at 2.5 × 10^6^ cells/50 μl. Droplets (10 μl) were carefully placed in each well of a 24-well plate. Cells were allowed to adhere at 37°C for 2\~4 hr, followed by the addition of 500 μl chondrogenic medium. The medium was changed every 3 days. Micromass cultures were stained or harvested for molecular analysis at day 21. Chondrogenic differentiation cocktail includes 1% insulin-transferrin-selenium solution (ITS, Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA), 10 ng/ml TGF-β1 (Peprotech, USA), 100 nM dexamethasone (Sigma-Aldrich, USA), 50 μg/ml ascorbic acid (Sigma-Aldrich, USA), and 1 mM sodium pyruvate (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA). Chondrogenic differentiation was stained by Alcian Blue or Safranin O staining.

Quantitative RT-PCR {#s4-10}
-------------------

RNA was reverse-transcribed to cDNA using the M-MLV Reverse Transcriptase (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA). cDNA was analyzed by qPCR using Power SYBR Green PCR Master Mix (Applied Biosystems, USA). Relative mRNA levels were calculated using the comparative CT method and normalized to *beta-tubulin* or *Gapdh* mRNA. Primer sequences for QRT-PCR were shown in [Supplementary file 1](#supp1){ref-type="supplementary-material"}.

Dual-luciferase reporter assay {#s4-11}
------------------------------

The 0.8 kb and 4060 bp Mkx promoter sequence were amplified from mouse genomic DNA by PCR using the following primers: *Mkxp8K* forward primer, 5′- GGGGTACCACTGGAAATGGCTTTATTGTAT-3′; *Mkxp8K* reverse primer, 5′- CTAGCTAGCGCGGCTGACACTCCTGT-3′; *Mkx4K* forward primer, 5′- CTAGCTAGCGGATGGAGGCTGGAGAACTTG-3′; and Mkx4K reverse primer, 5′- CCCAAGCTTGCGGCTGACACTCCTGTC-3′. The wild-type *Mkx* promoter regions were cloned into a *pGL3*-basic reporter vector using the KpnI and NheI sites for the 855-bp fragment and the XhoI and HindIII sites for the 4060-bp fragment. HEK-293T cells were co-transfected with 100 ng pcDNA3.1(+)/myc-His A (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA), pCMV5SMAD2-HA or pCMV5B-Flag-SMAD3, 100 ng reporter plasmids and 5 ng pRL-TK plasmid (Promega, USA) using Lipofectamine 2000 (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA) according to the manufacturer's instructions. 48 hr after transfection, firefly and Renilla luciferase activities were assayed using the Dual-luciferase reporter assay system (Promega, USA) according to the manufacturer's protocol. pCMV5 SMAD2-HA was a gift from Joan Massague (Addgene plasmid \# 14930) ([@bib15]). pCMV5B-Flag-SMAD3 was a gift from Jeff Wrana (Addgene plasmid \# 11742) ([@bib24]). The activity of the firefly luciferase was normalized to Renilla luciferase activity.

Western blotting {#s4-12}
----------------

Sheath tissues or cells were homogenized in cold RIPA lysis buffer supplemented with protease inhibitor cocktails (Roche, Switzerland) and phosSTOP phosphatase inhibitor (Roche, Switzerland). Protein concentration was determined by BCA assay (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA). 20 μg protein samples were separated by SDS-PAGE and transferred to PVED membrane. After blocking with 5% BSA in 1 × TBST buffer, membranes were hybridized with the respective primary antibodies: Mkx (Abcam, USA, ab179597, 1 ug/ml), Collagen I (Abcam, USA, ab292, 1:1000), TGF-b1 (Abcam, USA, ab64715, 1:500), Smad3 (CST, USA, \#9523, 1:1000), p-Smad3 (CST, USA, \#9520, 1:1000), or β-Actin (CST, USA, \#8457, 1:10000) overnight. Then, the membranes were incubated with HRP-conjugated secondary anti-rabbit IgG (1 : 5000), anti-mouse IgG (1 : 5000) or anti-rat IgG (1 : 5000) for 2 hr at room temperature. Signals were visualized with the ECL system (PerkinElmer, Waltham, MA, USA).

Biomechanical testing {#s4-13}
---------------------

Biomechanical testing was performed as previously described with modifications ([@bib3]; [@bib40], [@bib41]). The Achilles tendon-foot composite was prepared and isolated from the hind limb. The composite was fixed on the testing jig with two clamps. The lower clamp was used to fix the Achilles tendon while the upper one was used to fix the distal foot. The Achilles tendon-foot composite was then loaded to a Mach-1 micromechanical system (Biomomentum Inc., Canada) for testing. The 'test to failure' was performed at a testing speed of 0.1 mm/s and preload of 0.5N using a 70 N load cell. The load-displacement curve of the healing tendon tissue was recorded. Peak stress (N/mm^2^) was calculated based on Peak load divided by the cross-sectional area (Peak stress (N/mm^2^) = Peak force (N)/ \[π \*(diameter/2)^2^\] (mm^2^)). Tendon stiffness was calculated by dividing load to failure by tendon deflection \[N/mm\] ([@bib44]).

Statistical analysis {#s4-14}
--------------------

No statistical methods were used to predetermine sample size. The experiments were not randomized and the investigators were not blinded to allocation during experiments and outcome assessment. Prism software (GraphPad, USA) was used for all statistical analyses. Statistical comparisons were performed using an unpaired two-tailed Student's t-test. *P* values were considered significant when less than 0.05. One-way or two-way ANOVA followed by Tukey's test was used for multiple groups' comparison as discussed for specific experiments. Results represent means and error bars indicate s.e.m. Equal variances were assumed. At least three independent experiments were performed for all biochemical experiments and representative images were shown.

Human specimens {#s4-15}
---------------

Tendon grafts were collected from young adults (aged between 18--40, both sexes) with patellar tendinopathy or from control subjects undergoing anterior cruciate ligament reconstruction with no previous history or clinical signs of patellar tendon injury and tendinopathy. Specimen collection was approved by the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of the Chinese University of Hong Kong (2013.479). Informed consents were obtained from all participants.
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Decision letter
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J Gage

Reviewing Editor

Keck School of Medicine of University of Southern California

United States

In the interests of transparency, eLife includes the editorial decision letter and accompanying author responses. A lightly edited version of the letter sent to the authors after peer review is shown, indicating the most substantive concerns; minor comments are not usually included.

Thank you for submitting your article \"Osteocalcin expressing cells from tendon sheaths contribute to tendon repair by activating Hedgehog signaling\" for consideration by *eLife*. Your article has been favorably evaluated by Didier Stainier (Senior Editor) and three reviewers, one of whom is a member of our Board of Reviewing Editors. The following individual involved in review of your submission has agreed to reveal his identity: Henry Kronenberg (Reviewer \#2).

The reviewers have discussed the reviews with one another and the Reviewing Editor has drafted this decision to help you prepare a revised submission.

The reviewers agree that this is an interesting paper showing that tendon sheath cells express osteocalcin and have stem-like properties in vitro, including differentiation into cells with tendon-like gene expression. After transplantation, these cells clearly associate with the tendon, which correlates with upregulation of tendon-associated genes and improved mechanical properties of the injured tendon. While the reviewers note the many strengths of this substantial study, a major and unanimous concern was that the assertion that tendon sheath cells contribute to new tenocytes was not well enough substantiated. For example, the data in [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} do not conclusively show that GFP^+^ sheath cells are expressing a molecular tendon signature, as opposed to inducing neighboring host cells to induce these markers. An alternative explanation that cannot be excluded is that sheath cells contribute instead to scarring around the tendon, as sheath-mediated scarring is frequently considered a major clinical problem after laceration injuries (see studies by the labs of Richard Gelberman, Hani Awad, and Regis O\'Keefe). Additional experiments are therefore required to demonstrate that HOC-Cre/GFP^+^ sheath cells are differentiating into tenocytes after injury. This may involve FACS-sorting GFP^+^ cells after the graft in [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} and performing molecular analysis and/or co-staining GFP^+^ cells in sections with tendon markers (e.g. Mkx). It would also be helpful to demonstrate that HOC-Cre/GFP^+^ cells contribute to new tenocytes after tendon injury (without grafting), for example by showing GFP^+^ cells within the tendon in cross-section (i.e. [Figure 1D](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}) and/or co-staining anti-GFP with anti-Mkx or other tendon markers after tendon repair following injury.

The reviewers also identified a number of more minor issues that should be addressed to improve the manuscript - listed below. The manuscript would also benefit from careful proofreading as there are a number of grammatical and spelling errors. Given that these new experiments may take some time, it may be helpful to hear what your plan will be to address these concerns and your expected time-frame, especially related to the major concern about HOC-Cre lineage tracing mentioned above.

1\. The Mohawk antibody appears to stain beyond the nucleus, which is not typical for transcription factors ([Figures 6](#fig6){ref-type="fig"} and [7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). It is also curious that Mkx is not observed in tendon cells since this is typically considered a tendon differentiation marker. Please explain. Mohawk in situ hybridization data for at least some of these experiments could help confirm results.

2\. For histology ([Figure 1D-F](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}, [Figure 3B](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}), native tendon controls should be included for comparison.

3\. In their Discussion, the authors talk about how osteocalcin protein is likely to contribute to the tendon matrix proteins. While this is likely to be true, the authors should mention that osteocalcin is a secreted hormone that binds to receptors (one of which is called GPRC6A) and has been shown to have effects in mice on islets secreting insulin, and on fat, muscle, and nerve cells (see for example, Mera et al, Cell Metabolism 23:1078(16)). It would be useful (but not required here) to see if tendon cells, particularly after injury, express receptors for osteocalcin, and, of course, it would be of interest to know if osteocalcin KO mice have normal tendon repair. None of this needs to be shown for this paper, however. But the possible paracrine actions of osteocalcin should be mentioned.

4\. The authors show that 80% of cells isolated from sheath tissues are HOC-Cre labeled and then use these cells to derive colonies. What percentage of these cells actually have clonogenic capacity? The authors also show considerable proliferation in sheath cells even at adult stages, yet no apoptosis - where are these cells going and how are they turned over?

5\. The methods for their multipotency assays should be described in more detail since the papers referenced do not actual give sufficient detail about this (in the Mak paper only chondrogenic differentiation of micromass is described and this protocol would not work for adult stem cell sources such as MSCs). The authors show that TGFβ does not induce Sox9 or Col2 in [Figure 2---figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}; TGFβ is the typical growth factor used to induce chondrogenesis in multipotency assays so it is unclear how this was done in [Figure 2G](#fig2){ref-type="fig"} and H.

6\. Methods for transplantation of sheath tissue should be described in more detail - how much tissue was transplanted (how many pieces? what size pieces?), how was this kept consistent between experiments?

7\. What were the stiffness or modulus values ([Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"})? Were these also improved with transplantation?

8\. Transient increase in control sheath thickness between 2-4 months seems strange, please explain ([Figure 6B](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}). Representative histology in [Figure 6A](#fig6){ref-type="fig"} does not show this jump.

9\. This point in the discussion on osteocalcin is not quite logical: \"The tendon/ligament and bone are in close proximity with each other and they are integral parts of the skeletal system, it is not surprising that Osteocalcin is also found in tendon-related tissues.\" There are many tissues in close proximity that do not share markers.

10\. The human tendinopathy results in [Figure 9](#fig9){ref-type="fig"} seem to contradict the notion that activation of HH signaling and Mkx are indicators of a regenerative response since human tendons do not regenerate after tendinopathy/degeneration or acute injury. While they may be mounting a \'repair\' response, it is not regeneration and perhaps shows that these are indicators of disease.

11\. [Figure 8F-H](#fig8){ref-type="fig"} should be a separate figure. Panel F is too small. Also, its unclear how the -714 and -156bp regions correspond to the 4bk and 0.8kb regions discussed below. This was confusing.

12\. The discussion of the inflammatory response is speculative and should be justified or removed. Hh activation could also be due to cell death, mechanical forces, etc.

13\. In many instances, \"duplicates\" should be replaced by \"replicates\" (i.e. when n is greater than 2).

14\. In [Figure 2---figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}, panels D-G are not obviously tendon-like as in [Figure 2I-L](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}.

15\. Need to explain more clearly that conditional loss of Ptch1 leads to gain of LacZ.

16\. [Figure 5---figure supplement 1](#fig5s1){ref-type="fig"}, would be helpful to show individual green/red channels in (C).

17\. Its unclear whether Mkx protein is up in Ptch1-c/c in [Figure 8E](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}.

18\. [Figure 9](#fig9){ref-type="fig"} - What do the different rows means? Is each from a separate patient? Do the \"adjacent tendon\" domains in B correspond to the same \"tendinopathy\" patients? Does n=7 refer to 7 healthy and 7 tendinopathy patients?

\[Editors\' note: further revisions were requested prior to acceptance, as described below.\]

Thank you for resubmitting your work entitled \"Osteocalcin expressing cells from tendon sheaths in mice contribute to tendon repair by activating Hedgehog signaling\" for further consideration at *eLife*. Your revised article has been favorably evaluated by Didier Stainier (Senior Editor) and a Reviewing Editor.

The manuscript has been improved but there are some remaining issues that need to be addressed before acceptance, as outlined below:

1\. The new data in [Figure 3---figure supplement 1](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"} and 2 now show convincingly that Bglap^+^ cells are located in the tendon proper following injury. While these cells express Mkx and Col1a1, the experiments fall short of showing that these are bona fide tenocytes. Mkx is also highly expressed in the tendon sheath in un-injured controls, and thus it is unclear whether Mkx is solely a marker for tendon progenitor cells, or alternatively also for non-tenocyte sheath cells. Likewise, Col1a1 is a widely expressed collagen gene and not a very specific marker. It therefore seems premature to conclude that the Mkx^+^, Col1a1^+^ cells within the tendon after injury are bona fide tenocytes, as they may alternatively be scarring sheath cells that migrate into the tendon proper. While new experiments are not required, this caveat should be well described in the Discussion -- i.e. acknowledging that it remains to be determined the extent to which these sheath-derived Bglap^+^ lineage cells are bona fide tenocytes, as opposed to scarring sheath cells that have invaded into the injured tendon.

2\) The conclusions of the human data in [Figure 10](#fig10){ref-type="fig"} should be further toned down, acknowledging that it remains unclear whether Mkx/Gli1 expression represents a scarring and/or tendon repair process.

3\) The new data in [Figure 3---figure supplement 1](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"} and 2 are critical to the paper and should be included in the main [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. It would be sufficient to move only the merged images to main [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}, with the individual channels remaining as supplements. The expression data in [Figure 3---figure supplement 2B](#fig3s2){ref-type="fig"} should also be moved to main [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. It would also be helpful to show a merged image of just the GFP and Mkx channels ([Figure 3---figure supplement 1B](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"}) as the merge of all channels is not easy to appreciate the overlap of GFP and Mkx.

4\) In [Figure 3---figure supplement 2B](#fig3s2){ref-type="fig"}, \"Relative expression level\" is relative to what? A source data file should be included for this supplement, and what is meant by the \"relative expression level\" should be better described in the figure legend.

5\) \"It has been previously shown that Mkx promotes tenogenesis through activation of TGFβ signaling (Liu et al., 2015), thus we searched for Smad binding sites in the promoter regions of Mkx.\" This sentence is confusing as first part implies Mkx upstream of Tgfβ, but then experiment addresses Tgfβ/Smad3 upstream of Mkx.

6\) \"Conditional loss of Ptch1 leads to gain of LacZ expression.\" Need to further clarify what \"conditional loss\" means in this context. In the germline -- i.e. embryowide?

7\) \"We established that Bglap-expressing cells from sheath tissues possess stem/progenitor cell properties and they are required for tendon repair.\" The data do not formally show a requirement for Bglap^+^ cells in tendon repair, as this would require their ablation. It may be better to say that the data show that they participate in tendon repair.

10.7554/eLife.30474.053

Author response

> The reviewers agree that this is an interesting paper showing that tendon sheath cells express osteocalcin and have stem-like properties in vitro, including differentiation into cells with tendon-like gene expression. After transplantation, these cells clearly associate with the tendon, which correlates with upregulation of tendon-associated genes and improved mechanical properties of the injured tendon. While the reviewers note the many strengths of this substantial study, a major and unanimous concern was that the assertion that tendon sheath cells contribute to new tenocytes was not well enough substantiated. For example, the data in [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} do not conclusively show that GFP^+^sheath cells are expressing a molecular tendon signature, as opposed to inducing neighboring host cells to induce these markers. An alternative explanation that cannot be excluded is that sheath cells contribute instead to scarring around the tendon, as sheath-mediated scarring is frequently considered a major clinical problem after laceration injuries (see studies by the labs of Richard Gelberman, Hani Awad, and Regis O\'Keefe). Additional experiments are therefore required to demonstrate that HOC-Cre/GFP^+^sheath cells are differentiating into tenocytes after injury. This may involve FACS-sorting GFP^+^cells after the graft in [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} and performing molecular analysis and/or co-staining GFP^+^cells in sections with tendon markers (e.g. Mkx).

We thank the reviewers for these comments and suggestions. The expression of tendon progenitor marker Mkx was examined in the injured tendon sections (with/without sheath transplantation groups) as shown in newly added [Figure 3---figure supplement 2A](#fig3s2){ref-type="fig"}. The Mkx expression was detected with the secondary antibody with far-red fluorescence (Excitation Maximum 633nm, A-21072, Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA) to avoid the confusion with tdTomato signals (Excitation Maximum, 554nm). Our results showed that some of the GFP^+^ cells expressed Mkx in the areas of the injured Achilles tendon tissues. Furthermore, FACS-sorted GFP^+^ cells isolated from the graft in [Figure 3A](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} by qRT-PCR as shown in newly added [Figure 3---figure supplement 2B](#fig3s2){ref-type="fig"} also showed upregulation of tendon progenitor marker *Mkx* and main ECM component *Col1a1* as compared to the control sheaths. These results indicate that sheath cells at least in part differentiate into tenocytes after injury, contributing to tendon repair. We do agree that sheath cells may also contribute to scarring around the injured tendons, which cannot be excluded from our data.

> It would also be helpful to demonstrate that HOC-Cre/GFP^+^cells contribute to new tenocytes after tendon injury (without grafting), for example by showing GFP^+^cells within the tendon in cross-section (i.e. [Figure 1D](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}) and/or co-staining anti-GFP with anti-Mkx or other tendon markers after tendon repair following injury.

The distribution of the GFP^+^ cells has been examined within tendon tissues during tendon repair following injury in *BGLAP-Cre;Rosa26^mT/mG^*mice (without grafting). Both cross-section and longitudinal-section were provided in the newly added [Figure 3---figure supplement 1A](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"}. Noticeably, we found considerable GFP^+^ cells appeared in the injured tendon fibers as shown from both cross- and longitudinal sections. Furthermore, the GFP^+^ cells co-expressed tendon progenitor marker Mkx according to the immunofluorescent staining as shown in the newly added [Figure 3---figure supplement 1B](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"}. These data suggest that sheath tissues differentiate into Mkx-expressing progenitor cells and contribute to tendon repair.

> \[...\] 1. The Mohawk antibody appears to stain beyond the nucleus, which is not typical for transcription factors ([Figures 6](#fig6){ref-type="fig"} and [7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). It is also curious that Mkx is not observed in tendon cells since this is typically considered a tendon differentiation marker. Please explain. Mohawk in situ hybridization data for at least some of these experiments could help confirm results.

To improve the specificity of Mkx expression, we purchased new Mkx antibodies from two companies (LS B8063, Lifespan Biosciences Inc, USA; ab179597, Abcam, USA). We optimized the condition with new dilution of antibodies (LS B8063, 1 ug/ml; ab179597, 1μg/ml) as mentioned in the revised Materials and methods. The specificity of Mkx antibody was greatly improved and the Mkx signals mainly appeared in the nucleus as shown in the revised [Figure 5G](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}, [6D](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}, [7B and F](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}. Our data indicate that the expression of tendon progenitor marker Mkx was positively correlated with the activation of Hh signaling in sheath cells in injured condition as shown by our gain-of-function and loss-of-function knockout mouse models.

As a progenitor marker, the expression of Mkx is relatively low in postnatal tendon tissues as previously described (Liu, Watson et al. 2010). Strong Mkx expression is observed in the tendon progenitors at E13.5 and E14.5 (Anderson, Arredondo et al. 2006, Liu, Watson et al. 2010) and subsequently declined in differentiated tendon cells in the limb and tail tendons at E16.5. The expression of Mkx is very weak in tendon cells at postnatal stages P0 and P14. These findings are consistent with our observations that the expression level of Mkx in mature tendon tissues is very low as compared to the newly differentiated tendon progenitor cells.

> 2\. For histology ([Figure 1D-F](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}, [Figure 3B](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}), native tendon controls should be included for comparison.

We included the native tendon controls in the revised [Figure 1D](#fig1){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 3B](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} as suggested.

> 3\. In their Discussion, the authors talk about how osteocalcin protein is likely to contribute to the tendon matrix proteins. While this is likely to be true, the authors should mention that osteocalcin is a secreted hormone that binds to receptors (one of which is called GPRC6A) and has been shown to have effects in mice on islets secreting insulin, and on fat, muscle, and nerve cells (see for example, Mera et al, Cell Metabolism 23:1078(16)). It would be useful (but not required here) to see if tendon cells, particularly after injury, express receptors for osteocalcin, and, of course, it would be of interest to know if osteocalcin KO mice have normal tendon repair. None of this needs to be shown for this paper, however. But the possible paracrine actions of osteocalcin should be mentioned.

We thank for the comments. We have included the paracrine actions of Osteocalcin in the first paragraph of the Discussion.

> 4\. The authors show that 80% of cells isolated from sheath tissues are HOC-Cre labeled and then use these cells to derive colonies. What percentage of these cells actually have clonogenic capacity? The authors also show considerable proliferation in sheath cells even at adult stages, yet no apoptosis - where are these cells going and how are they turned over?

We found that approximately 1.5% of BGLAP-Cre labeled cells have clonogenic capacity according to colony formation assay as shown in the revised [Figure 1*---*figure supplement 1B](#fig1s1){ref-type="fig"}. We repeated the staining of sheath sections of the *Ptch1^c/c^; BGLAP-Cre* and their 4 littermates with a new ApopTag Plus Fluorescein In Situ Kit (S7111) (Millipore, USA). There were only very few apoptotic cells in the sheaths of the *Ptch1^c/c^; BGLAP-Cre* mice as shown in the revised [Figure 5F](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}. Both high proliferation and low apoptotic rates contribute the increase sheath thickness observed in the *Ptch1^c/c^; BGLAP-Cre* mice. The turnover of these cells is expected to be relatively long as compared to other tissues.

> 5\. The methods for their multipotency assays should be described in more detail since the papers referenced do not actual give sufficient detail about this (in the Mak paper only chondrogenic differentiation of micromass is described and this protocol would not work for adult stem cell sources such as MSCs). The authors show that TGFβ does not induce Sox9 or Col2 in [Figure 2---figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}; TGFβ is the typical growth factor used to induce chondrogenesis in multipotency assays so it is unclear how this was done in [Figure 2G](#fig2){ref-type="fig"} and H.

The details of multipotent differentiation are as follows and we have added a more detailed description to the revised Materials and methods section "Colony formation assay and in vitro multipotent differentiation":

"In vitro multipotent differentiation towards osteogenesis and adipogenesis was performed as described (Mak, Bi et al. 2008, Rutigliano, Corradetti et al. 2013). \[...\] Chondrogenic differentiation cocktail includes 1% insulin-transferrin-selenium solution (ITS, Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA), 10ng/ml TGF-β1 (Peprotech, USA), 100nM dexamethasone (Sigma-Aldrich, USA), 50μg/ml ascorbic acid (Sigma-Aldrich, USA), 1 mM sodium pyruvate (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA)."

In our study, higher cell density at 2.5x106 cells/50μl was used. Our results showed that this micromass culture system also works in chondrogenesis using sheath-derived stem/progenitor cells.

For BMP2 and TGF-β1 treatment, primary sheath cells were serum starved with 2% FBS overnight, then treated with 100 ng/ml BMP2 (CST, USA) or 2ng/ml TGF-β1 (PeproTech, USA). Cells were collected after 48 h treatment. We agree that TGF-β1 should induce Sox9 or Col2a1 expression as a typical growth factor used for chondrogenesis. We repeated the experiment with the treatment of new aliquots of the recombinant proteins (BMP2 and TGF-β1) and re-examined the gene expression profiles of Sox9 and Col2a1. TGF-β1 indeed induced the expression of Sox9 and Col2a1 after such refinement as shown in the revised [Figure 2*---*figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}.

> 6\. Methods for transplantation of sheath tissue should be described in more detail - how much tissue was transplanted (how many pieces? what size pieces?), how was this kept consistent between experiments?

A more detail description has been added to the revised Materials and methods. Sheath tissue with same weight was transplanted for consistency among animals. We transplanted 2mg sheath tissue (approximately two pieces of sheath tissue) per injured tendon for the examination of tendon repair process. We have included this information to the Sheath Transplantation section of the revised Materials and methods.

> 7\. What were the stiffness or modulus values ([Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"})? Were these also improved with transplantation?

We analyzed the stiffness in the sheath transplantation experiment and added the data in the revised [Figure 3F](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. Briefly, the stiffness was decreased in the injured group as compared to the sham group. Importantly, this reduction was significantly rescued in the injured + sheath transplantation group. This data indicate that tendon repair is improved with sheath transplantation, which is consistent with our previous conclusion.

> 8\. Transient increase in control sheath thickness between 2-4 months seems strange, please explain ([Figure 6B](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}). Representative histology in [Figure 6A](#fig6){ref-type="fig"} does not show this jump.

We re-examined the thickness of sheath tissues in all mutant mice and their littermates with new samples. We provided the new sheath thickness data in the revised [Figure 6B](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}. The results were now consistent for [Figure 6A](#fig6){ref-type="fig"} and B.

> 9\. This point in the discussion on osteocalcin is not quite logical: \"The tendon/ligament and bone are in close proximity with each other and they are integral parts of the skeletal system, it is not surprising that Osteocalcin is also found in tendon-related tissues.\" There are many tissues in close proximity that do not share markers.

We thank the reviewers for the suggestion. We agreed to remove this statement from the revised manuscript.

> 10\. The human tendinopathy results in [Figure 9](#fig9){ref-type="fig"} seem to contradict the notion that activation of HH signaling and Mkx are indicators of a regenerative response since human tendons do not regenerate after tendinopathy/degeneration or acute injury. While they may be mounting a \'repair\' response, it is not regeneration and perhaps shows that these are indicators of disease.

We thank the reviewers for the comments. In this manuscript, all tendinopathy samples were collected from patients after surgery with acute injuries or ruptures. The expression of Mkx is significantly increased during tendon repair according to previous studies (Juneja 2013) and our data in this manuscript. We found that Hh signaling is activated after tendon injury and activation of Hh signaling upregulates the expression of Mkx. Co-localization of GLI1^+^MKX^+^

cells was observed in the human acute tendon injury specimen. Therefore,

activation of Hh signaling and induction of Mkx expression are closely associated with a \'repair\' response after acute injury. We agree that the co-localization of GLI1^+^MKX^+^ cells is not an indicator of a regenerative response but indicates a \'repair\' response in the human specimen after acute injury.

> 11\. [Figure 8F-H](#fig8){ref-type="fig"} should be a separate figure. Panel F is too small. Also, its unclear how the -714 and -156bp regions correspond to the 4bk and 0.8kb regions discussed below. This was confusing.

We have re-arranged [Figure 8F-H](#fig8){ref-type="fig"} as a separate figure and adjusted the size of Panel F in the revised [Figure 9](#fig9){ref-type="fig"} accordingly. There are three putative Smad binding element (SBE) motifs in the Mkx promoter: -4060, -714 and -156bp sites. For better presentation, we redrew the diagram corresponding to the three promoter regions of Mkx gene in the revised [Figure 9A](#fig9){ref-type="fig"}.

> 12\. The discussion of the inflammatory response is speculative and should be justified or removed. Hh activation could also be due to cell death, mechanical forces, etc.

We thank the reviewers for their comments. We have removed this part in the revised manuscript.

> 13\. In many instances, \"duplicates\" should be replaced by \"replicates\" (i.e. when n is greater than 2).

We are sorry for the mistakes. We have replaced all misused \"duplicates\" with \"replicates\" in the figure legends and source data respectively.

> 14\. In [Figure 2---figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}, panels D-G are not obviously tendon-like as in [Figure 2I-L](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}.

We agree with the reviewers that in [Figure 2*---*figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}, panels D-G are not obviously tendon-like as in [Figure 2I-L](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}. However, these tissues have indeed differentiated to some collagen-rich tissues according to (F) polarized light view and (G) Masson's trichrome staining. Therefore, we replaced "tendon-like tissues" to "collagen-rich tissues" for a more appropriate description in the revised figure legend of [Figure 2*---*figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}.

> 15\. Need to explain more clearly that conditional loss of Ptch1 leads to gain of LacZ.

We validated the Hh signaling activity in vivo by using the *Ptch1^lacZ/+^* mouse models as described (Mak, Chen et al. 2006). A knockin sequence with *LacZ* reporter replaces the *Ptch1* gene sequence at the translation initiation site. Since *Ptch1* is a transcriptional target gene of Hh signaling, the expression of the *LacZ* reporter represents the activity of Hh signaling. This information is added to the Results section "Hh signaling promotes proliferation of sheath progenitor cells".

> 16\. [Figure 5---figure supplement 1](#fig5s1){ref-type="fig"}, would be helpful to show individual green/red channels in (C).

We added individual green/red channels to the revised [Figure 5---figure supplement 1C](#fig5s1){ref-type="fig"}, 1D and 1E as suggested.

> 17\. Its unclear whether Mkx protein is up in Ptch1-c/c in [Figure 8E](#fig8){ref-type="fig"}.

We have repeated the experiment with a new Mkx antibody (ab179597, 1 μg/ml, Abcam, USA). The expression of Mkx was more obviously increased in the revised [Figure 9E](#fig9){ref-type="fig"}.

> 18\. [Figure 9](#fig9){ref-type="fig"} - What do the different rows means? Is each from a separate patient? Do the \"adjacent tendon\" domains in B correspond to the same \"tendinopathy\" patients? Does n=7 refer to 7 healthy and 7 tendinopathy patients?

Each row is a separate subject. The two \"adjacent tendon\" domains in B were representative images of tendon tissues of individual \"tendinopathy\" patients. n=7 refers to 7 healthy subjects and 7 tendinopathy patients. We have revised this information in the figure legend of the revised [Figure 10](#fig10){ref-type="fig"}.

\[Editors\' note: further revisions were requested prior to acceptance, as described below.\]

> The manuscript has been improved but there are some remaining issues that need to be addressed before acceptance, as outlined below:
>
> 1\. The new data in [Figure 3---figure supplement 1](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"} and 2 now show convincingly that Bglap^+^ cells are located in the tendon proper following injury. While these cells express Mkx and Col1a1, the experiments fall short of showing that these are bona fide tenocytes. Mkx is also highly expressed in the tendon sheath in un-injured controls, and thus it is unclear whether Mkx is solely a marker for tendon progenitor cells, or alternatively also for non-tenocyte sheath cells. Likewise, Col1a1 is a widely expressed collagen gene and not a very specific marker. It therefore seems premature to conclude that the Mkx^+^, Col1a1^+^ cells within the tendon after injury are bona fide tenocytes, as they may alternatively be scarring sheath cells that migrate into the tendon proper. While new experiments are not required, this caveat should be well described in the Discussion -- i.e. acknowledging that it remains to be determined the extent to which these sheath-derived Bglap^+^ lineage cells are bona fide tenocytes, as opposed to scarring sheath cells that have invaded into the injured tendon.

We thank the reviewers for the comments. We have acknowledged such a possibility in our revised Discussion (second paragraph).

> 2\) The conclusions of the human data in [Figure 10](#fig10){ref-type="fig"} should be further toned down, acknowledging that it remains unclear whether Mkx/Gli1 expression represents a scarring and/or tendon repair process.

We have toned down our conclusion in the Results section as suggested (subsection "Hh signaling induces Mkx and Collagen I expression through TGFβ/Smad3 signaling", last paragraph).

> 3\) The new data in [Figure 3---figure supplement 1](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"} and 2 are critical to the paper and should be included in the main [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. It would be sufficient to move only the merged images to main [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}, with the individual channels remaining as supplements. The expression data in [Figure 3---figure supplement 2B](#fig3s2){ref-type="fig"} should also be moved to main [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. It would also be helpful to show a merged image of just the GFP and Mkx channels ([Figure 3---figure supplement 1B](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"}) as the merge of all channels is not easy to appreciate the overlap of GFP and Mkx.

The new data of [Figure 3---figure supplement 1](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"} and 2 have been rearranged to main [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"} as suggested. The expression data in [Figure 3---figure supplement 2B](#fig3s2){ref-type="fig"} is also moved to main [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. We also added the merged images of GFP/Mkx channels in [Figure 3---figure supplement 1B](#fig3s1){ref-type="fig"}.

> 4\) In [Figure 3---figure supplement 2B](#fig3s2){ref-type="fig"}, \"Relative expression level\" is relative to what? A source data file should be included for this supplement, and what is meant by the \"relative expression level\" should be better described in the figure legend.

In [Figure 3---figure supplement 2B](#fig3s2){ref-type="fig"}, \"Relative expression level\" is relative to the expression level of *β-tubulin.* The source data file has been added for the supplement 2B in the revised version ([Figure 3---source data 5](#fig3sdata5){ref-type="supplementary-material"}). Internal controls have been added to all related figure legends.

> 5\) \"It has been previously shown that Mkx promotes tenogenesis through activation of TGFβ signaling (Liu et al., 2015), thus we searched for Smad binding sites in the promoter regions of Mkx.\" This sentence is confusing as first part implies Mkx upstream of Tgfβ, but then experiment addresses Tgfβ/Smad3 upstream of Mkx.

This confusing statement is deleted in the revised manuscript.

> 6\) \"Conditional loss of Ptch1 leads to gain of LacZ expression.\" Need to further clarify what \"conditional loss\" means in this context. In the germline -- i.e. embryowide?

We have added more details to clarify the conditional loss of *Ptch1.* Mouse with floxed *Ptch1* is crossed with the *Stra8-Cre* mouse line that will result in germline loss of *Ptch1* expression and gain of *LacZ* expression. The revised content can be found in the first paragraph of the subsection "Hh signaling promotes proliferation of sheath progenitor cells".

> 7\) \"We established that Bglap-expressing cells from sheath tissues possess stem/progenitor cell properties and they are required for tendon repair.\" The data do not formally show a requirement for Bglap^+^ cells in tendon repair, as this would require their ablation. It may be better to say that the data show that they participate in tendon repair.

We have revised the statement as suggested in the last paragraph of the Introduction.
